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Opening up space for agency:
An English teacher, technology,
and literacy
BY ELIZABETH PETROELJE STOLLE

Where I teach
The desks are supposed to be in straight rows with one large literature textbook resting on each dirty, grafittied desk top, but after the bell rings and the mass exodus finishes, the rows are a mess and the textbooks
are scattered. In the back of the room there is an extra desk where the special education teacher sits at an
old computer helping a lingering student locate a missing assignment. Four computers collect dust on a table
along the back wall. One isn't even plugged in. A dark television monitor is mounted on the wall above the
desk in the front of the room. Amidst the papers strewn across the desk, one can see a school-owned desktop
computer. A personal laptop computer is also there today. A wipe board busy with writing, a white pull down
screen, a wooden podium, and a tall stool fill the front of the classroom. Some days a media cart also resides in
the front of the classroom, when it can be secured from the slew of teachers who share it. This is the setting in
which Lynne, an experienced, Latina teacher who teaches 9 th -grade English, works.

Introduction
In this article, I explore the ways Lynne perceives
her own agency and the agency of others as she uses
technology to enhance literacy practices and learning
for her students. "Agency is simply the perception
that the environment is responsive to our actions"
(Johnston, 2004, p. 29). In other words, agency
is the belief that there is a relationship between
what we do and what happens in the world. This
idea of agency is important to teachers considering
researchers believe agency is an innate human
desire (Skinner, Zimmer-Gembeck, & Connell, as
cited in Johnston, 2004). In fact, Skinner et al.
believe that when individuals feel they lack agency,
they can feel helpless. Therefore, teacher beliefs in
regards to agency around technology and literacy
become important to understand and uncover as they
attempt to enhance student learning.
Various technologies have become permanent
fixtures in today's schools (Leu, 2006; Parsad,
Jones, and Greene, 2005). With this, "technology

has increased the intensity and complexity of literate environments ... [and] demands that a literate
person possess a wide range of abilities and competencies" (National Council of Teachers of Enlgish,
2008, n.p.). But key reports show that teachers do
not always feel well prepared, fully equipped, or
completely on board with the integration of educational technology into classroom instruction (N etDay,
2007; Rakes & Casey, 2002). With this sense of not
being prepared, adequately equipped, or completely
on board, it's important to note how teachers perceive their sense of agency in regards to technology.
That is, if teachers feel marginalized and inadequate
regarding technology: (1) What does that do to their
sense of agency? and (2) How will they take up and
use technology based on these perceptions?
While researchers are exploring new trends in
literacy education that engage students in literacy
learning through the use of technology (English,
2007; Karchmer, Mallette, Kara-Soteriou, & Leu,
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2005; Kist, 2005; Rozema, 2007), no studies explore
how teachers' agency impacts their use of technology
to enhance literacy learning. Therefore, this article
seeks to explore this conceptualization of agency
through the story of one high school English teacher,
Lynne, who attempted to use technology in her
classroom to enhance literacy practices and learning.

Theoretical frame
Literacy, technology, & learning. The theoretical
framework that guides me in the telling of Lynne's
story stems from the theories linking literacy,
technology, and learning. First, technology and
literacy have a transactional relationship (Karchmer
et al, 2005; Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, & Cammack, 2004).
That is, new technologies continually shape and
reshape an individual's literacy practices. In turn,
new visions of literacy continually shape and reshape
technologies. For example, technology has changed
the way I engage in the writing process. I no longer
create handwritten drafts; in fact, I find writing
by hand nearly impossible because I'm accustomed
to word processing on my computer. Alternatively,
many individuals still enjoy reading a print-based
text because they like to highlight or write in the
margins. Technology will meet this need, and already
is meeting this need, with digital reading screens
on which readers can make notations. In this way,
technology impacts literacy practices and literacy
practices impact technology.
Next, with the increase in technology, existing
social practices transform while new social practices
emerge (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). For example, I
recently received a wedding invitation that asked me
to RSVP via e-mail. The traditional social practice of
noting one's response on a note card that is then sent
through the traditional mail is being altered based on
new technologies. This concept acknowledges Street's
(1984, 2005) notions that engaging in literacy is a
social act that can shift and change over time.
Third, literacy does not hold transparent, static
meanings, but rather meaning is fluid and dependent on the reader's use of a given literacy for a
specified purpose (Alvermann, Moon, & Hagood,
1999; Hagood, 2003). In other words, two teachers
could read the same website, yet walk away with
different meanings and then use the text for different purposes. This concept does not simply address
how literacy impacts individuals, but rather how
individuals take up and use literacy.

SuMMER

Identity and authority. Lynne's story also involves
the concepts of identity and authority. First, "building an identity means coming to see in ourselves the
characteristics of particular categories [and roles] of
people and develeoping a sense of what it feels like
to be that sort of person and belong in certain social
spaces" (Johnston, 2004, p. 23). So, in this identity
building, "we constantly tell stories about ourselves
to others and to ourselves, and the stories shape
who we think we are" (Johnston, 2004. P. 30). In
this way, identity and agency are closely linked-the
agency teachers perceive they have is dependent on
their identity told through their personal narratives.
In looking at the concept of authority, I recognize
that issues of authority are present in all relationships (Foucault, 1988), even within the classroom
relationship of student-teacher. Teachers and
students negotiate authority, thus demonstrating
how the relationship is dynamic and in constant flux.
Speakers tell stories that contain images and metaphors to build particular identities or take up specific
positions of authority (Davies & Harre, 2001). With
these stories, individuals can find agency. In Lynne's
story, I specifically explore how she builds her identity and negotiates authority relationships to find
agency around literacy, technology, and learning.

Who, What, & How
I first met Lynne during the spring 2006 semester.
She was one of 16 teachers within a high achieving
school district (as evidenced by test scores above
state and national averages) who voluntarily
participated in a larger study (Stolle, 2008). For
the purposes of this article, I focus only on Lynne
and her interactions with technology, literacy, and
learning. I spent more than 30 hours observing in
Lynne's classroom. Observation schedules varied
from week to week so I could observe different
periods of the day, thus capturing a complete picture
of the lives in the classroom. The observations
followed Werner and Schoepfle's (1987) systematic
approach in natural settings. This approach helped
uncover descriptive, focused, and selective depictions
of the setting. The observations were complemented
with three in-depth, semi-structured interviews.
The interviews were interactive and open-ended
(Burgess, 1984; Fontana & Frey, 2000). As ideas
and stories emerged, I asked further questions to
explore Lynne's thinking and experiences. All of the
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for
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analysis. I also kept a researcher's journal throughout the project (Richardson, 2000), which provided
a space to explore the interplay between the data
sources and uncover the stories noted during classroom observations and in-depth interviews.
Making sense of Lynne's story consisted of reading
and rereading, immersing myself in the words and
ideas coming from the pages of observational notes
and interview transcripts. I organized the stories
according to identity, agency, and authority dynamics. That is, categories emerged around Lynne's
built identity and how individuals manipulated the
authority dynamics within the classroom to find
agency. Additionally, I read professionally, looking
for connections and disconnects that I was finding in
Lynne's story. And I also wrote. Richardson (2000)
advocates that, "Writing is also a way of knowing-a
method of discovery and analysis. By writing in
different ways, we discover new aspects of our topic
and our relationship to it" (p. 923). (emphasis in the
original) I value Richardson's words that writing is a
"way of knowing." I came to know Lynne's story, and
Lynne specifically, in new ways as I wrote about her.
Writing was not just an end activity, a way to write
up my findings, but rather an integral part of my
understanding.
As I wrote, I explored the pivotal moments where I
identified Lynne sharing her perceptions of agency
both for herself and others around literacy and
technology. From these moments, I wrote poems
using her words, sometimes juxtaposing conflicting
thoughts in order to see the complexity within the
concept of agency. These poems pared down the
story so I could analyze specific moments and situations in concrete, detailed ways. The majority of my
thinking, in fact, occurred within the writing process
as I wrote poems, narratives, lists, and reflections.
Lynne's story flows out of this writing, and my
analysis comes from the words that tumbled onto the
page.
As I describe Lynne and the events I observed and
experienced, I attempt to bring her character to life,
allowing you into her story, her thoughts and lived
experiences, to uncover her certainties, perplexities, and tensions. To do this, I wrote (Richardson,
2000). So, Lynne is not the only principal character;
I am a character in her story as well, just as real. I
am the one who tells the story and then interprets
the story. In an attempt to know Lynne, I stepped
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into her shoes and wrote from her perspective and
in her voice, still recognizing my personal biases,
preconceived notions of the world, and desire to see
a perfect story unfold. So, throughout this article I
share Lynne's story (marked by the headings labeled
Lynne) through narratives and poems I wrote from
Lynne's perspective, summarizing and paraphrasing
what I saw and heard as recorded in my field notes
and transcripts. I recognize that in doing this I have
positioned myself as an authority, the craftswoman
of Lynne's story. However, my reason for using this
technique is to position Lynne as an authoritygiving her agency and allowing her voice to be heard
and legitimized. I detail Lynne's voice in the poem
below:

Lynne: In My Perfect World ...
I would have an LCD projector, without all the
wires.
I'd also have the overhead type of thing
Where I can actually take my text
And bring it up on my overhead screen.
Also a stereo system,
The whole bit.
I mean, I want everything!
In my perfect world ...
I would have laptops for every student.
They could take their laptops,
Fold it down into a desk,
Then have the laptops come up when they need it
in front of them.
And my computer would be connected to all the
student computers.
I could spot check any computer,
See how they're doing,
Say, David, let's see how you're doing.
Pull it up.
Say, Okay, you have to work on this.
And I could actually type on his stuff.
In my perfect world ...
The kids would have access.
All students would have access to technology.
That would be perfect.
That would be perfect for me.
I continue to detail Lynne's voice in this narrative
below:

Lynne: Who,s to Blame?
Many students do not have access to computers or
the Internet at home. When thinking about access

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

STOLLE

issues, I struggle with this reality. We're cheating
students by not requiring them to know basic educational technology. The world is a world of technology
now. But, I feel stuck. For example, I want the
students to use podcasts, but honestly, I don't know
what a podcast is. I think it's for iPod. So, I'll share
some podcasts I found on iTunes with the kids, but
what I want to know is how to make a podcast. What
do you need? We've got an audio-visual class here.
Why couldn't they film us?
Despite my own confusion, I'm going to put a podcast
up on the wipe board for the students to access
outside of class if they have the needed software,
iTunes. The problem I have is, every time I do this, I
worry about further isolating the kids who don't have
the technology. And so, for example, a lot of the kids
are the Hispanic kids. Of the 20% of my students
who are failing, 80% of those students are Hispanic.
That's why I need a mini-lab in my classroom. I'm
here after school. With a mini-lab, kids can come
in to work. If the administration wants a fullfunctioning class where all students have access to
equal opportunity, then they have to, in my opinion,
do that.
I can't provide my students with opportunities to
learn through technology unless the school provides
the resources I need to compensate for the inequities
that exist outside of the school. I understand the
importance of helping my students learn the needed
technology literacies in a world where computers
and the Internet are becoming the norm. But I feel
trapped because I want to be equitable. How can I
ask my students to do something unless I can take
them to a computer lab and give them the time to do
it?
To make this more complex, I think that technology
could impact learning by narrowing the gap between
low-achieving students and high-achieving students.
Computers can motivate student learning and add
a dimension to the classroom that keeps the kids
interested. It's almost more important in an on-level
classroom because those students are so much
harder to motivate because they are used to being
unmotivated. Student motivation in turn motivates
me to learn more about technology and then use
technology with students. By being able to use all
kinds of media, audio and visual, and whatever else
there is, then you're at least, I think, narrowing the
achievement gap.

SUMMER

However, I qualify this statement by saying I believe
it is possible if all students have access to the Internet. My thinking comes full circle back to the issue
of access. As I've said before, we know that underachieving students fall into the lower socioeconomic
category. If that's true, and they don't have computers at home, or access to computers, I'm not sure the
gap can be narrowed. Without access, I think the
gap will widen. If they have access to the Internet
at home, then I think narrowing the gap is possible.
But, access is the big qualifier on that statement and
my thinking.

So what?
In Lynne's frustration, various issues of agency
emerge. Lynne conceptualizes that technology shapes
and reshapes literacy practices, and she understands
that students need to engage with technology
because of this shaping and reshaping (Karchmer et
al, 2005; Leu et al., 2004). That is, new technologies
require new literacy skills and strategies. In fact,
she says, "We're cheating students by not requiring
them to know basic educational technology, because
the world is a world of technology now." With this
belief, it seems logical to think that Lynne would
require students to complete technology-based
homework. However, her concern over the students'
access to computers and the Internet at home prod
her to consider the question, who is benefiting from
the technology-based assignments? Thus, agency
emerges.
First, based on Lynne's statements, she believes the
administration should provide her with a classroom
equipped with adequate computers, Internet access,
and software that her students can easily access.
Specifically, she articulated, "If the administration
wants a full-functioning class where all students have
access to equal opportunity, then they have to provide
me with a mini-lab in my classroom." But the administration has different priorities and does not choose
to spend its budget in the area of technology. For
example, in Lynne's school, the computer labs have
been converted into classrooms throughout the day,
due to limited space. The only computer lab available
to teachers is in the public library attached to the
school. This lab of 25 computers is shared by more
than 100 teachers, thus making it difficult for teachers to bring their classes in to use the technology for
learning. Based on both the schools' lack of computer
labs and inadequate technology in the teachers'
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individual classrooms, the teachers perceive that
the administration is not helping them to put their
conceptualizations about technology and literacy
into practice. That is, Lynne feels she lacks agency
to advocate and provide for her students. Therefore,
Lynne builds her own identity around a story of
injustice-she cannot be held responsibility for effectively teaching students when the school does not
provide her with adequate resources. In her story, the
administration has agency, yet refuses to enact that
agency by giving her a full-functioning classroom, as
defined by her. Although Lynne has four computers
in the back of her classroom, these are not updated
machines with the speed or capabilities necessary for
doing the tasks she envisions for her students.
Lynne's story also builds an identity for her students
based on socioeconomics and ethnicity or race. From
Lynne's perspective, the students with economic
resources have agency to progress in the realm of
technology and new literacies while students without
access at home do not. In this social context, Lynne's
classroom, students with access to and knowledge
of the new technologies take up different identities
by engaging in different social practices than those
without, such as making podcasts to communicate
with others online or researching with the Internet.
These identities, centered around technology, thus
impact authority relationships between and among
the students. According to Lynne, those with access
are the privileged ones and have a level of authority over the have-nots. With this reality, Lynne
postulates that only the haves will benefit from the
podcast assignment because the have-nots will be
"isolated farther" by their lack of adequate access to
the needed technology. In this sense, Lynne does not
recognize how student agency could permit individuals to affect their own circumstances. Lynne's
assumptions are that students without access lack
agency. However, she doesn't consider how students
could still have agency over their own learning by
accessing technology in alternative ways. Instead,
Lynne sees access as the ultimate factor limiting the
- students' agency and possibility.
Lynne takes this notion of the haves and have-nots
one step further, noting that access affects literacy
learning in general. She shares that of the 20% of the
students failing her class, 80% of those students are
Hispanic students who do not have access to computers, the Internet, and software programs such as
iTunes at home. In her statement, she acknowledges
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that social injustices exist within the system. She
articulates a correlation between socioeconomics and
race or ethnicity by implying that it is the Hispanic
students in her class who do not have access to
technology at home. Without access, she builds their
identities as the have-nots whose literacy practices
and learning do not benefit from using technology.
Without the technology knowledge, they sit at a
disadvantage, lacking agency to improve themselves
and learn the new literacy skills and dispositions.
Lynne's story ends as she addresses her conceptualization that technology can impact literacy learning
by narrowing the achievement gap for students.
However, this conceptualization rests on the contingency that there must be equal access. From this
perspective, it appears that Lynne believes she could
be a good teacher, and students could be successful
students, if we lived in an equal world. With this
belief, Lynne again displays her feelings of helplessness, or lack of agency. She builds her identity as not
responsible. Instead, the social injustices and inequities within society impede her from being a truly
effective teacher. She cannot envision opportunities
for transformation of herself, thus actualizing her
own agency.
I believe access comes to the forefront of Lynne's
story because she lacks sufficient knowledge levels
needed for the task. That is, Lynne takes up the
access card, identifying herself as not responsible
and lacking agency, because she is uncomfortable
with the unknown. Lynne thought that listening to
podcasts required purchasing podcasts from iTunes,
software she did not think the library computers
had. She says, "We do have a library over there, but
I don't know if kids can get on iTunes. I don't know
if the library has the software on the computers. I
would venture to guess that they don't because you
buy iTunes." Lynne does not realize that students
can access alternative podcasts on other websites
from the school computers. Without knowing the
specifics about how to access podcasts, Lynne is
limited in her ability to use podcasts as a learning
tool. Although Lynne thought it would be a great
idea not only to use podcasts, but also to have her
students create podcasts, her limited knowledge
impedes her practice. How could Lynne use podcasts
and teach podcasts if she did not feel comfortable,
knowledgeable, or secure with the podcasts? Without
knowledge, Lynne cannot build her identity to see
herself in the needed role (Johnston, 2004).
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Without this identity, Lynne could not claim the
traditional role of teacher as authority. However, one
student shared he knew how to create a podcast and
proceeded to guide Lynne through a comprehensive
website about podcasts. In this instance, Lynne
yielded her position of authority, or her position of
being the one in-the-know, to her student. In this
sense, Lynne understood that her students bring
knowledge and meaning to the classroom-they had
knowledge of podcasts. Her willingness to diverge
from traditional roles of teacher and students opens
the door for new ways Lynne can use technology to
enhance literacy practices and learning, thus enacting her own and the students' agency.
Lynne recognized the tension she experienced based
on her limited knowledge, and she negotiated the
authoritative structure within the classroom to ease
some of this tension. However, Lynne never fully
committed to podcasts, even when her students could
guide her. Instead, she simply showed them a few
examples in class and then filed the idea away for
a different day when she had more knowledge and
fewer access issues. I cannot help but wonder if this
avoidance was fed by a fear of the unknown. If Lynne
knew more about podcasts, that is, if Lynne chose
to learn more about podcasts and enacted her own
agency, would she have had the confidence to find a
way to use them more effectively with students?

Meaning for teachers
Analyzing agency in Lynne's story highlights two
important issues: (1) responsibility and (2) the
unknown versus the known.
We all need to take responsibility at one time or
another, but many times we try to shed responsibility in order to ease our conscience. Through Lynne's
discourse, I sense her desire to shed responsibility.
Whether she is blaming the administration or
blaming the inequitable, socially unjust system in
which we live, she builds her own identity as one
who is not responsible. I know from experience that
as a classroom teacher, one can feel overburdened
with the responsibility to facilitate learning and
teach students the skills and dispositions they need
as accountable citizens. With this feeling, blame
becomes a release. But, in the end, responsibility
doesn't rest on one individual's shoulders. That is,
Lynne is not fully responsible for teaching literacy
effectively with technology. Instead, politicians, the
business community, educational researchers, par-
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ents, students, community members, teachers, and
administrators all play a part in teaching literacy
effectively with technology to students. Until we all
take up responsibility, teachers will continue to feel
overburdened and helpless, like individuals who lack
agency.
The second issue is in the known versus the
unknown. Lynne is more comfortable with the
known, traditional literacies. Although she enjoys
exploring the new literacies associated with technology, and knows a lot about the Internet and iTunes,
she isn't as knowledgeable as her students when it
comes to podcasts. This shift in knowledge disrupts
traditional authoritative relationships within the
classroom. As seen in Lynne's story, she skims the
surface of the new literacy practice of podcasting
so as to preserve her own authority within the
classroom. Although she allows one student to take
up a brief identity of being the one in-the-know, she
never brings this new dynamic to fruition. She never
fully allows the student to perceive his own agency
because she does not enact her own agency by releasing control and allowing an alternative structure of
authority to emerge.
Lynne is not alone in this desire to retain traditional
authoritative structures within the classroom.
Teachers use the literacies they know and are
comfortable with, building their own identities as
the ones-in-the know and solidifying themselves as
the authority within the classroom. In order to move
towards a more collaborative learning environment
where new literacy practices are explored and fully
learned, teachers need to realize that it is healthy
and beneficial to allow this authority relationship to
shift, building up students as the ones in-the-know.
Lynne told me, "I love technology. I'm curious about
things and how they work." There is a shared responsibility for supporting and encouraging teachers like
Lynne to pursue new ways of using technology to
enhance literacy practices and learning. Based on
this shared responsibility, I, as a teacher educator,
build up my identity as guide, helping teachers to
find agency and paths to resist the blaming discourse. I propose three ways of doing this: (1) teacher
research, (2) collaboration, and (3) writing to know.
First, teacher research, or the "systematic and intenti~nal inquiry carried out by teachers" (CochranSmith & Lytle, 1993, p. 7) compels teachers to both
self-reflect and critically reflect what happens in the
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classroom in order to broaden their understandings
and enhance classroom practice. Teacher research
is a valuable way teachers can find agency as they
self-reflect on the ways by which they build their
own identities and the identities of others around
technology, literacy, and learning. Additionally,
through teacher research, teachers can uncover new
and transformative learning opportunities, thus
eliminating the need for the blaming discourse and
the fear of the unknown.
Second, teachers can form collaborative relationships
with the business sector, educational researchers,
legislators, and the larger community. Through these
collaborative relationships, teachers can gain support through professional development and access
to needed resources. This support will impact the
authoritative structures within the classroom as
teachers feel empowered by their knowledge and
secure in their resources. Thus, the teachers' perceptions of agency will shift.
Finally, Richardson's (2000) notions of writing to
know is another tool teachers can take up to find
agency and resist the blame game. Richardson (2000)
advocates that, ''Writing is also a way of knowing-a
method of discovery and analysis. By writing in
different ways, we discover new aspects of our topic
and our relationship to it" (p. 923). Just as I came to
know and analyze Lynne through writing, I invite
teachers to write to know themselves and others in
deep, complex ways. Through this writing, teachers
can explore how they build their identities around
technology, literacy, and learning. This new, more
multifaceted understanding can foster teachers'
agency and resistance while also countering their
fears of the unfamiliar and unknown.
In the end, together we must continue to push
student learning forward- encouraging, supporting,
and guiding teachers, pursuing new ways of using
technology to enhance literacy learning, and understanding how identity and agency affect student
learning.
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